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perhaps some contaminant is introduced into the off ice area from some unknown 
source(s). The ventilation system can be ruled out as a possible source of 
contamination since no complaints have occurred amoung the occupants of the 
other 7 floors served by the same ventilation unit. It is unlikely that any 
employee is inadvertantly introducing some contaminant into the 4th floor since 
the complaints seem to occur in different sections at different times. 

NBC has made available the services of medical specialists in dermatology, 
ophthamology and gynecology available to their employees on the 4th floor. In 
addition, the employees are reimbursed for medical expenses incurred by 
consultation with personal physicians and other specialists. The physicians' 
evaluations were essentially negative . 

Many employees have completed several questionnaires in an attempt to determine 
an etiology for their symptoms. 

Surveys by two industrial hygiene consultants failed to determine 
concentrations of chemical contaminants which, either singly or in combinat ion , 
could be expected to cause the degree of symptoms experienced by the 
employees . Examinations by medical specialists in ophthamology, dermatology 
and gynecology failed to determine any significant medical conditions except 
for some possible contact dermatitis. 

The engineering consulting firm determined that the air handling system does 
not supply an adequate amount of air to the floor, and that the system is 
unbalanced. The operators of the building disagree with the findings of the 
survey. 

In summary: 

1. The 4th floor office area was vacant for approximately three years 
before being occupied by NBC. 

2. To our knowledge, the previous tenants of the 4th floor were not 
similarly affected. 

3. Occupants of the other floors of the building are not affected by any 
widespread illness. 

4. The illnesses on the 4th floor began in October 1980, shortly after NBC 
moved to the 4th floor. 

5. Most of the office machinery and furniture preceeded the occupants on 
the 4th floor. 

6. Some of the occupants complained that conditions of the new offices 
were dusty and they were annoyed by dust while setting up their new work 
areas. 

7. The original reception area tile showed wear and was composed of 
mineral wool. 
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8. The symptoms of the first illness episode was confined to eye 
irritation and dermatitis which may have been contributed to by dusty 
conditions. 

9. Analysis of the original ceiling tile used in the reception area 
determined that it contained formaldehyde, even though the manufacturer 
stated that no formaldehyde was used in its manufacture and that analysis 
of current production samples did not contain formaldehyde . The tile was 
replaced with tile which does not contain formaldehyde. The question if 
this tile could have out-gassed formaldehyde still remains. 

10. Inspections conducted by OSHA and by the New York City Department of 
Health soon after the first complaints failed to detect any probable source 
of contaminants which could be related to the illnesses . 

11. An industrial hygiene survey, performed a few days after the NBC 
administration became aware of the first illness episode, determined trace 
amounts of several chemicals were present in the atmosphere in the 4th 
floor offices. 

12. These trace amounts of chemicals could not be considered to have 
produced the symptoms of the employees. 

13. In early November, the offices underwent a thorough cleaning and the 
illness and/or complaints abated for a few weeks. 

14. During the Winter, the symptoms of eye irritation and dermatitis 
returned and the symptoms of lassitude and respiratory distress appeared. 

15. An ophthamologist engaged by NBC did not diagnose any overt eye 
problems. 

16. A dermatologist engaged by NBC diagnosed some contact dermatitis. 

17. Many ·of the occupants of the 4th floor stated that their symptoms 
abated when they were out of the office on business, and during non-working 
hours . 

18. Many of the occupants of the 4th floor were examined by their own 
family physicians or by specialists. 

19 . The occupants told these physicians that they had their symptoms 
mostly while at work and were told that they were affected by something at 
work. 

20. In January/February, many of the female occupants of the 4th floor 
determined that their menstrual cycles had become irregular and/or that 
their monthly flows had changed . 

21. A gynecologist employed by NBC could not diagnose any overt illness 
among the patients she examined and theorized that their conditions may 
have been caused by stress. 



HETA 81-417 Page 10 

22 . In June/July 1981, a second industrial hygiene survey was performed by 
a second consultant who determined approximately the same trace amounts of 
chemicals to be present in the atmosphere in the 4th floor. 

23. In July/.August 1981, an engineering consulting firm engaged by NBC, 
performed an evaluation of the ventilation system and determined that the 
4th floor receives an amount of air approximately 30% below design 
requirements and that the air was distributed unevenly . 

24. The water used to humidify the air supply system was found to contain 
no harmful organisms. 

25. On August 3 and 4 1981, NIOSH performed a formaldehyde survey and 
determined that concentrations were less than 0.15 ppm on a Monday and were 
essentially background on Tuesday. These results tend to indicate that 
concentrations of formaldehyde build-up over the week-end when the 
ventilation system is not in operation and that the ventilation system is 
slow to remove contaminants. 

26. The fact that a similar concentration of formaldehyde was determined 
on a floor which is serviced by a different ventilation system tends to 
support the belief that there is an unidentified source(s) of formaldehyde 
in the building. 

27. No gross source for formaldehyde could be identified. The fact that 
similar concentrations of formaldehyde were determined to be present on 
other floors where there were no symptoms suggests that exposure to 
formaldehyde is not responsible for the incidents on the 4th floor. 

28. Many occupants of the 4th floor offices are uncomfortable and 
worried. They continue to see and are treated by physicians. 

29. At first, the illnesses were sporadic and episodic in nature. Now, 
the point has been reached where the office environment is suspected and/or 
blamed as a cause for all symptoms. 

30. In October 1981 , NBC moved from the 4th floor area. 

V. CONCLUSIONS 

Even though no environmental cause has been found for the employees' symptoms, 
some general observations can be made. There was an initial episode 
(triggering mechanism) of eye irritation and dermatitis which may have been 
caused by exposure to a particulate (fibrous glass or mineral wool) or to some 
other GOntarninant present at initial occupancy of the area. Symptoms abated 
after the area was cleaned, but recurred after a few weeks. Repeated 
investigations of the off ices and examinations by specialists could determine 
nothing wrong. Occupants of one area and then another would experience similar 
symptoms which would disappear after a few days. Normal Winter respiratory 
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infections were grouped into the list of symptoms. No surveys were performed 
exactly at the time of an illness episode. When performed, the surveys 
determined low concentrations of various contaminents (see table).No 
explanation could be given for the presence of these low concentrations of 
contaminants. Social dynamic forces reinforced the idea that something was 
wrong with the environment in the office. Concern over the environment caused 
stress among the employees , which in itself, was a reinforcing factor for t he 
illness symptoms . Two newspaper articles on the situation contributed to the 
employees 1 concerns. The idea that something was wrong with the office 
environment became so widespread and so deeply entrenched that it became 
self-fulfilling: a person became ill because of the office environment; the 
office environment caused people to become ill. 

In October, 1981, the administration of NBC moved their personnel from the 
area. 

VI. Recommendations 

Even though exposure to contaminant(s) could not be determined to be a cause of 
the employees' symptoms, NIOSH believes that the ventilation system should be 
adjusted so that an adequate quantity of fresh tempered air is supplied to all 
areas of the offices. 
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IX. DISTRIBUTION AND AVAILABILITY OF REPORT 

For the purpose of informing affected employees, the employer should post this 
report in a prominent place( s) near where employees work for 8t least ~O days. 

Copies of this report will be available fmm NIOSH, Division of Standa:rds De
vel opment and Technology Transfer, Infonnation Resources and Dissemination 
Section, 4676 Columbia Parkway, Ci ncinnati, Ohio 45726 for 90 0ays. 
Thereafter, copies will be available from the National Technical InfonnAtion 
Service (NTIS), 5285 Port Royal Road, Springfield, Virginia ?.'2161. Information 
concerning its availability thmugh NTIS can be obtained from the NIOSH 
publication office at the above Cincinnati address. 

Copies of this report have been sent to : 

National Bmadcasting Company, New York . 
U.S. Dept of Labor, OSHA, Region II, N.Y. , N.Y. 
U.S. Dept of Health & Human Services, NIOSH , Region II, N.Y., N.Y. 
N.Y . State Dept of Health, Albany, N.Y. 
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TABLE 1 

POTENTIAL ENVIRONtvENTAL CONTAMINANTS ON THE FOURTH FLOOR 
NATIONAL BROADCASTING COMPANY 
1230 AVENUE OF THE AMERICAS 

LOWEST HIGHEST 
SUBSTANCE RECOMMENDED LEVEL LEVEL FOUND 

formaldehyde 0.8 ppm 0.075 ppm 

ozone 0.1 ppm 0.05 ppm* 

nitric oxide 25 ppm 0.16 ppm 

nitrogen dioxide 1 ppm (C) O.l ppm 

l:>utyl methacrylate 

hydrocarbons 

epichlorohydrin 

fibrous glass 

rock wool 

particulate 

carbon black 

trimellitic 
anhydride 

t.EK 
toluene 
hexane 

Freon 113 

cellosolve 

carbon monoxide 

ammonia 

TOI 

bacteria, molds 

8 ppm 

3 f/cc 

10 mg/M3 

10 mg/M3 

3.5 mg/M3 

0.05 mg/M3 

200 ppm 
100 ppm 
100 ppm 

1000 ppm 

200 ppm 

35 ppm 

50 ppm 

.005 ppm 

1.8 ppm 

0.04 ppm 

trace 

II II 

0.7 mg/M3 

trace 

ceiling 
bulk 

trace 
in duct 
sealer 

0.7 ppm 

0.01 ppm 

3 ppm 

5 ppm* 

0.05 ppm* 

usual 

SYMPTOMS 

eye, nose & throat irrit. 

eye, mucous membrane irrit 

eye, nose & throat irrit. 

cough (lower lung) 

eye, nose & throat irrit. 

dizziness, headache 

eye irr., caugh, nausea 

eye irrit., dermatitis 

dermatitis, eye irrit. 

eye irrit. 

sensitization, 
eye, skin irrit. 

headache, eye irrit. 
irr. nose & throat 
headache, light head 

eye irritation. 

eye irritation. 

headache 

eye, nose irrit. 

nose, throat irrit. 

varies 

C = Ceiling limit, never to be exceeded. 
* = Limit of detection of instrument used . Airborne concentration, if any, is 
less than this amount . 
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